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The Crisis In
American Citizenship

I

t is now over twenty years since
Americans were challenged to become
better citizens by John F. Kennedy's call to
"ask not what your country can do for you,
but what you can do for your country."
Although those words spurred some to join
the Peace Corps or fight to overcome racial
injustice, the vast majority of Americans
were never really moved to examine their
responsibilities as citizens or for that matter
to become actively involved in politics or
governmental affairs.
Since the Kennedy years the state of
American citizenship has degenerated. The
Vietnam war created deep divisions at home
as large numbers of citizens became
alienated from government and in some
cases ashamed of their country. The postwar era did little to revitalize citizen support
for government as the Watergate scandal
left Americans with a tainted view of the
presidency and political ethics. Politicians
were stereotyped as "crooks" and "liars,"
while government appeared oblivious to the
wishes of the average citizen. The
resignation of President Nixon and the
Administrations of Gerald Ford and Jimmy
Carter may have cleared the air of
Watergate, but the public's view of
leadership and national pride were severely
affected. President Ford's pardon of Mr.
Nixon angered those who felt that justice
had not been served, while Jimmy Carter's
inability to solve the Iranian hostage crisis
left Americans with a feeling of powerlessness and inferiority.
As the United States entered the 1980s
many Americans felt that the conservative
Reagan Administration would foster a
recommitment to the traditional values of
citizenship. In fact, Mr. Reagan's call for
greater volunteer work rather than reliance
on government programs has encouraged a
number of Americans to begin solving local
problems such as crime, medical care and

nutrition, although some of this
volunteering came as a result of Reagan's
budget cuts, rather than from a renewal of
citizenship. Recent data also points to a
stronger sense of patriotism among
Americans and a willingness to express
those feelings openly. There is even more
support now for a form of mandatory
national service for all eighteen year olds.
Finally, voter registration drives throughout
the country have raised the level of potential
electoral participation as more Americans
seem to recognize the importance of casting
their ballot.
Yet before we define the 1980s as the
decade of citizenship renewal, it is
important to look at some negative
indicators. A 1983 Gallup Poll which asked
citizens to rank various occupations in
terms of "honesty" and "ethical standards"
put state political officeholders in twentyfirst place, ahead of only insurance
salesmen, labor leaders, advertising
executives and car salesmen. National
politicians fared no better: Senators ranked
sixteenth and Congressmen ranked
nineteenth. Another more important poll
showed that Americans still have little
confidence in their governing institutions. In
the ten years since Watergate, Congress
has actually dropped fourteen percentage
points on a "confidence scale." Compared
to other institutions like organized religion,
the military, and public schools, the
Congress received one of the lowest
confidence scores: Even in the area of
paying taxes, which most Americans still
view as their primary responsibility as
citizens, there are ominous signs. The
Internal Revenue Service claims that
upwards of $90 billion in tax revenue never
reaches the United States Treasury due in
large part to evasion.
But perhaps the most serious sign of a
continued decline in citizenship in the

United States in the woeful lack of interest in
politics and knowledge of the political
process by American youth. A Gallup Poll a
few years ago showed that sixty-one
percent of sixteen 'to eighteen-year olds
were "not very" or "not at all" interested in
politics. Moreover, teenagers did not cite a
political/governmental career among the
top thirty careers they wished to pursue
once out of high school. And when asked to
identify their United States congressman,
only twenty-seven percent of the teenagers
answered correctly.
It is fashionable today to blame such
responses on the failure of education,
television and of course the politicians
themselves. But the poor record of
American citizenship is not something new
or the result of periodic scandals. Our
attitudes toward citizenship seem to be
handed down from generation to
generation. Even worse, we don't seem to
be that interested in changing these
attitudes. We have become accustomed to
low voter turnout, and we fail to realize that
citizens of many other democracies feel an
obligation to participate. We complacently
accept the cliche that bad government is the
fault of the politicians rather than the result
of our negligence. We have lost hope in
trying to make government work for us,
primarily because we refuse to take the time
to understand how it works.
Rebuilding a sense of citizenship in this
country will not be easy, since strengthening
the ties between people and their
government requires a long process of civic
education. More than just classroom
government courses, civic education seeks
to develop a greater commitment to
participate in government affairs through
reforms that allow for wider participation in
political decision-making.
To be effective, civic education must be
targeted at the new generation of American
citizens who need to be reminded of both
their rights and their responsibilities in our
democracy. Being a good citizen is really not
that difficult. It is in many ways a matter of
training; not blind brainwashing as is found
in Communist countries, but frequent
reminders at home, at school, over
television and on the job that participating in
government affairs is a vital part of life. For
too long Americans have abdicated their
citizenship responsibilities and relied on the
"other guy" to take care of governmental
affairs. We continue to call ourselves a
democracy, but in reality we may be
participants in a democratic facade -- a
society where the citizens have little interest
in preserving their own way of life.
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